William Cooke
1 was born in Wem, a small town nine miles north of Shrewsbury in Shropshire, on 4 August 1785. His farming parents were staunch nonconformists and regular attenders of the town's Independent Chapel where he was baptized.
One of six children, he was brought up in Draw-well House, the home of his mother's family (Figure 1 ). At the age of 13 years he was apprenticed to Edward Gwynn (1773-1845), the local doctor. Later, he recalled how 'half the day was spent, on horseback or on foot, traversing high-roads and bye-roads, enclosures and heaths, in professional visits to the sick poor, or to the domestics of the numerous gentry and the agriculturists around us'. 2 According to his obituary 3 he was involved in obstetric practice before he was 16.
He went to London for his formal medical training at St Bartholomew's Hospital, qualifying MRCS in 1806.
After an assistantship in Tring, Hertfordshire, he moved to Plaistow, then a small suburban village in East London. There he met Elizabeth, the eldest daughter of wealthy shipbroker Robert Humphrey Marten (1763-1839). They were married, by Licence, in Plaistow in July 1811 (Marten was a philanthropic non-conformist who with Cooke established a Congregational Church in Plaistow in 1812).
The Cookes had five children over the next 10 years. Both sons followed him into the medical profession. In 1812, his first article was published, titled 'Case of singular torpor, in which dissection did not discover any satisfactory explanation of the symptoms'. 4 In the preface to this article, he proposed that it would be 'highly advantageous to medical knowledge if the sectio cadaveris [post-mortem] were more frequently performed' by the surgeon involved in the patient's care.
In 1814, the Cookes moved into London, to 67 Great Prescott Street in Whitechapel. Two years later two of their children developed whooping cough, from which Elizabeth, their three-year old daughter, died. Cooke performed a post-mortem examination on her, later describing the presence of ascites and pleural effusion. 5 He was awarded a silver medal by the Society of Arts in January 1817 for his preparations of anatomical specimens preserved in a novel saturated saline solution. 6 On 6 November 1817, King George III's 21-year old granddaughter, Princess Charlotte, a popular heir to the throne, died a few hours after giving birth to a stillborn son. She had been bled frequently during her pregnancy and the labour was prolonged. However, the post-mortem examination did not reveal a specific cause of death. There was widespread national mourning and some criticism of her medical attendants' lack of intervention. Later that month Cooke, then aged 32, rather precociously published a booklet entitled 'An address to British females on the moral management of pregnancy and labour, and some cursory observations on medical deportment: suggested by the death of Her Royal Highness Princess Charlotte Augusta of Wales: with a vindication of Her Royal Highness's physicians, Sir Richard Croft, Dr. Baillie, and Dr. Sims'. 7 This booklet, aimed at a non-medical audience, attempted to reassure women that childbirth was not normally dangerous, emphasised the importance of holistic care in pregnancy and particularly countered the criticism of the princess's obstetrician, Sir Richard Croft (1762-1818). Distraught by her death, Croft committed suicide in February 1818 while attending another of his patients in labour.
In 1818, Cooke became secretary of The Port of London Society for Promoting Religion among Merchant Seamen which, with his father-in-law as treasurer, bought and adapted a warship as a floating chapel. This was moored on the Thames for several years and was known as 'The Ark'.
In the autumn of that year local surgeon Thomas Jeremiah Armiger (1781-1844) 8 discussed with Cooke the need for a medical society in the East End of London. 9 Cooke later met with a few colleagues at his house in Great Prescott Street where they planned this new medical society. In January 1819, the first general meeting of members took place and the name 'Hunterian Society' (in honour of the famous eighteenth century anatomist and surgeon John Hunter) was adopted in February of that year. Armiger was the society's first secretary. Meetings were advertised widely, held at first at 10 St Mary's Axe, then office of the London Orphan Asylum (and next door to the site of the present day 'Gherkin') ( Figure 2 ).
For nearly two hundred years the Hunterian Society has provided continuing medical education for its members. William Cooke, who styled himself as a general practitioner, took over as secretary when Armiger became ill and continued in that role for 20 years, and afterwards was the society's treasurer.
In 1822, Cooke published probably his greatest academic work, 'On the seats and causes of diseases investigated by anatomy'. 11 This was an abridgement in two volumes of Morgagni's 1761 'De sedibus et causis morborum per anatomen indagatis'. 12 Morgagni's famous work correlated several hundred clinical histories with their post-mortem findings.
In October of 1822, he was awarded the degree of Doctor of Medicine from St Andrews University in Scotland on the basis of testimonials from two London colleagues, Drs James Hamilton and Henry Maclagan. 13 The Cookes moved to 39 Trinity Square, close to the Tower of London, in 1826. This was to be the family home for the next 40 years. He was a member of and later became Deacon of the nearby King's Weigh House Church (Figure 3) . He would rarely miss the two Sunday services and weekly prayer meeting.
Around that time, there had been discontent in the medical profession in London concerning the Royal College of Surgeons. Founded in 1823, The Lancet then was a cross between a medical journal and a satirical magazine. Its editor Thomas Wakley, himself a surgeon, launched a campaign against the College whose -in his view nepotistic -Court had introduced a regulation that only doctors who had attended a course of lectures at certain London teaching hospitals could become members of the college.
In July 1826, responding to this attack, Cooke wrote a pamphlet titled 'Remarks on a recent effort to subvert the charter of the Royal College of Surgeons with animadversions on the evil tendency of ''The Lancet'''. 15 He pointed out that the opposition to the new regulations had needed a leader and that 'this honor [sic] devolved on the Editor of The Lancet, who, I am informed, has been at the helm of affairs; promulgating grievances; convening and controlling meetings; and violating decorum, and inciting to revolt in the theatre of the College itself'.
His criticism continued: 'It appears that Hospital
Reports, often misrepresented -reports of lectures surreptitiously obtained -combined with a disposition to personal invective, and low ribaldry, were its leading features' and 'Much as it may surprise men of education and taste, it is nevertheless true, that envenomed and polluted as it is, the members of the profession have become rather extensively polluted with [The Lancet's] virus'.
This article was combined with a chapter about general practice titled 'Observations respectfully addressed to General Practitioners on the best means of maintaining their privileges and respectability'. In 1831, he republished this chapter under the title 'Separation without dissension' 16 in response to a letter from Joseph Henry Green FRS (1791-1863), Professor of Surgery at King's College London, to the President of the College of Surgeons. That letter was titled 'Distinction without separation'. 17 In a new introduction, Cooke commented that he thought Green underappreciated the mental resources of general practitioners and he specifically criticised the then prevalent habit of general practitioners making most of their income from the medicines they prescribed and supplied.
In 1828, he published 'A practical and pathological inquiry into the sources and effects of derangements of the digestive organs'. 5 This followed the style of Morgagni's work and comprised case histories of his patients with synopses of their illnesses, treatments 14 and, where these were unsuccessful, the results of his post-mortem examinations.
In 1835, he became the first medical officer in the Protector Life Insurance Company (of which his father-in-law was a director) and he continued in that role when that company amalgamated with the Eagle Insurance Company in 1847. Later, he commented that this company was aware of the reduced life expectancy of tobacco smokers. He campaigned actively against the use of tobacco.
In 1839, he delivered the Hunterian Society Oration, his subject being 'Mind and emotions, considered in relation to health and disease'. This formed the basis of what was to be his next and final book, published in 1853.
2 Again aimed at a lay readership, he describes his beliefs on the interrelationships of emotions, spirituality and health. To mark his 21 years involvement, the Hunterian Society presented him with a silver salver. (Although mentioned in his wife's will, there is no trace of this item, nor of a portrait of him presented to the Hunterian Society by his younger son in 1892.) He died at his home on 2 March 1873, aged 87. His son certified the death as due to 'Age and Decay accelerated by Cardiac Dyspnoea from feeble heart'. William Cooke's will, written three years earlier, left an estate valued at almost 12,000 (equivalent to over one million pounds today). Apart from providing an annuity for his two sisters then residing in the family home Draw-well House (which he had inherited), his estate was to be divided equally between his two sons who were the executors. He desired to be buried at Abney Park Cemetery 'in an unostentatious manner'.
His wishes were complied with. Abney Park Cemetery in Stoke Newington, North London, is now a woodland nature reserve. Covering 32 acres it was in use as a cemetery between 1840 and 1978, particularly for non-conformists.
The monument (which is now in a poor state of repair) beside the family grave also commemorates his wife, their two sons, daughter-in-law and youngest daughter. He had no grandchildren (Figure 4) .
What made Cooke different? Clearly, he was well educated, had a high degree of intellect and an enquiring mind. He was excited by the rapid advances in medical science of the time. Moreover, he married into a very wealthy family well connected in London. According to the census returns of 1851 and 1861, he had an assistant and four servants living in his home. He had plenty of opportunity to pursue his many interests.
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